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A new species of Maytenus (Celastraceae) from 
southern Natal 
A.E. van Wyk 
H.G.W.J. Schweickerdt Herbarium, Department of Botany, University of Pretoria, Pretoria 
Maytenus abbottii Van Wyk, a rare shrub or small tree 
endemic to the Table Mountain Sandstone area of southern 
Natal, is described. It is a remarkable species combining 
several features either absent from or rare in the other 
southern African species of Maytenus Molina. The taxonomic 
affinities of M. abbottii are obscure but they may lie with 
M. acuminata {L.f.) Loes. and allies. Diagnostic characters 
include: leaf and bark with elastic threads shown on breaking; 
abbreviated axillary racemes densely set with imbricate 
bracts; tetramerous flowers; stamens incurved apically and 
fused at the base; style relatively long and slender with a 
peltate stigma; ovary almost entirely immersed in, and adnate 
to, the disc {hypanthium?); seeds with postchalazal vascular 
bundles and a white puberulent aril. 
S. Afr. J. Bot. 1984, 3: 115-119 
Maytenus abbottii Van Wyk, 'n seldsame struik of kleinerige 
boom endemies in die Tafelbergsandsteengebied van Suid-
Natal word beskryf. Dit is 'n merkwaardige spesie wat 
verskeie kenmerke besit wat afwesig of seldsaam by ander 
Maytenus Molina-spesies in suidelike Afrika is. Die 
taksonomiese affiniteite van M. abbottii is onduidelik, maar dit 
mag moontlik met M. acuminata {L.f.) Loes. en verwante 
spesies wees. Diagnostiese kenmerke sluit in: elastiese drade 
sigbaar wanneer die blare of bas gebreek word; verkorte 
okselstandige raseme dig beklee met hipsofille; tetrameriese 
blomme; meeldrade wat apikaal na binne buig en aan die 
basis vergroei is; styl relatief lank en dun met 'n skildvormige 
stempel; vrugbeginsel bykans ten valle in die skyf {hipantium?) 
ingesink en daarmee vergroei; saad met na-chalasale 
vaatbondels en 'n wit arillus wat met fyn haartjies bedek is. 
5.-Afr. Tydskr. Plantk.1984,3: 115-119 
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Introduction 
Several interesting specimens of celastraceous plants have 
recently been collected in the forest relics of southern Natal. 
Among these specimens were a number initially thought to 
represent variations of Maytenus acuminata (L.f.) Loes. 
However, a comparative morphological study as well as field 
observations indicated that besides typical M. acuminata , 
three other distinct taxa are involved. One of these is a 
remarkable new species displaying an unusual combination 
of character states . It is provisionally placed in Maytenus 
Molina and described in the present paper. To discuss the 
possible affinities of this new species, brief comments on 
M. acuminata and the remaining two species are made. 
More complete accounts of the taxonomy, morphology and 
chorology of these species will be published later. 
The name M. cordata (E. Mey . ex Sond.) Loes. (in recent 
years treated as a synonym of M. acuminata) is reinstated 
and applied to one of the remaining two species involved . 
The confusion surrounding M. cordata and M. acuminata 
was probably caused by undue emphasis having been placed 
on the presence of elastic threads in the leaves of both 
species, as well as on similarities in floral structure. Diagnostic 
characters for M. cordata include: leaf base cordate or 
rounded, rarely broadly cuneate ; pedicels articulated 2-4(8) 
mm above the base ; capsules green. M. acuminata differs 
from M. cordata (among other characters) in that its leaves 
have an attenuate or rarely cuneate lamina base, pedicels 
articulated at the very base or not more than 0,5 mm above , 
and yellow to orange or red capsules. 
The remaining taxon is conspecific with Gymnosporiafili-
formis Davison p.p. It can easily be distinguished from the 
other three species by its pink or red flowers on long slender 
pedicels and the absence of elastic threads in the leaves. For 
the purpose of this paper and pending further study, I shall 
refer to this taxon as Maytenus sp. A (vouchers: Abbott 101 
& VanWyk 6086 in PRU; Cooper285 & Mol/4048 in PRE; 
Wood 734 & 11608 in NH) . 
The specific epithet of the new species honours Mr. A.T.D. 
Abbott, farmer and enthusiastic plant collector from Port 
Edward who first suggested its possible distinctness. This 
study is largely the result of his careful field observations and 
collection of excellent flowering and fruiting material. 
Description 
Maytenus abbottii VanWyk, sp. nov., affinitate incerta sed 
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Figure 1 Maytenus abbottii. 1. Branchlet with flowers and fruits , x 1; 2. Inflorescence , x 8; 3. Flower, x 8; 4. Calyx viewed from below, x 10; 5. 
Flower in longitudinal section, x 12; 6. Anther, x 25 ; 7. Fruit starting to dehisce, x 2,5; 8. Seed with puberulent aril, x 6; 9. Outline drawing of 
seed to show the vascular supply, x 6 (all from VanWyk 6084). 
S. Afr. J . Bot. , 1984, 3(2) 
probabiliter proxima M. acuminatae; differt a speciebus 
Africae australis inter alia his characteribus diagnosticis: 
foliis et cortice fractis fila resinosa praebentibus, racemis 
abbreviatis et bracteis densis imbricatis decussatis per-
sistentibus, floribus tetrameris , staminibus incurvatis et 
basibus connatis, stylo relative Iongo ac tenui et stigmate 
peltato, ovario ± omnino immerso et adnato in disco 
(hypanthio ?), seminibus habentibus fasces vasculares post 
chalazas et arrillum album puberulum. 
TYPE. -Natal , 3030 (Port Shepstone) : Izotsha waterfall 
(- CB) , Abbott 245 (PRU, holo.; PRE) . 
Evergreen erect or procumbent shrub , occasionally semi-
scandent or tree up to 4 m high, unarmed, glabrous, with 
elastic threads in leaves and bark; bark greyish, scaling and 
cracked into fine, generally longitudinal lines. Branches 
green , ± compressed and 4-lined when young, becoming 
terete, longitudinally cracked and greyish brown to brown 
when mature. Leaves alternate; lamina ovate, elliptic-ovate 
or occasionally elliptic, ( 45)60-110(125) mm long, (30)40-
70(80) mm wide, base cuneate, subrotund or rotund , apex 
acute, acuminate or occasionally obtuse, usually mucronate , 
margin bluntly or rarely sharply glandular-serrate or -crenate , 
occasionally almost entire , thick and coriaceous, dark green 
and shiny above, pale green and dull below; midrib slightly 
raised or plane above in fresh leaves, narrowly keeled or 
plane in dried leaves, prominently raised below in fresh and 
dried leaves ; principal lateral veins alternate or opposite, 
5-10 pairs , obscure on both surfaces or occasionally tending 
to be translucent below in fresh leaves, slightly raised on 
both surfaces in dried leaves; petiole 5-10 mm long, semi-
terete, deeply channelled above in fresh and dried leaves; 
stipules small, ± deltoid, brownish , marcescent. Inflores-
cences solitary, axillary, penduncles ca. 0,5-2 mm long 
bearing 1-4 abbreviated racemes , ca. 5-10 mm long, axis of 
racemes densely set with decussate , imbricate, persistent 
bracts , few-flowered with usually 1 or 2 flowers opening at a 
time. Flowers tetramerous, ca. 8-10 mm diam.; pedicels ca. 
4-8 mm long, articulated at the very base (concealed by the 
bracts) . Sepals green , unequal, the outer pair± deltoid with 
the apex acuminate and prominently mucronate, venation 
obscure, margin sparingly ciliate, the inner pair ± sub-
orbicular with the apex rounded or obtuse , relatively thin 
with venation visible, margin erose. Petals cream, broadly 
elliptic or elliptic-obovate, ca. 3 mm wide, 4- 5 mm long, 
sessile, margin ± involute towards the apex, minutely 
erose or entire. Stamens with filaments flattened, gradually 
widening and dilating towards the base where they unite to 
form a short (ca. 0,5 mm wide) cup-shaped stamina! tube 
(disc?), margin of tube± apiculate between filaments , free 
part of filaments ca. 2- 2,5 mm long, conspicuously incurved; 
anthers dorsifixed, not versatile , directed downwards and 
dehiscing by longitudinal slits , area surrounding the point of 
filament attachment conspicuously brownish coloured (con-
nective?). Disc obscure and apparently restricted to the 
narrow strip of tissue around the base of the style. Ovary 
almost entirely immersed in and adnate to the disc (hyp-
anthium?), 2-4-locular, with 2 erect collateral ovules in 
each locule ; style elongated, ca. 1,5 mm long, terete; stigma 
± peltate , circular or ± 3-sided when viewed from above. 
Fruit capsular, green, leathery, dehiscing loculicidally to the 
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base , (1)2-4-locular , flattened-globose and lobed,± globose 
when 1-locular, apex concave , or very rarely ± truncate, 
ca. 10 mm long and 15 mm diam., tipped by the persistent 
style and stigma and with the remains of the perianth 
and androecium at the base ; usually a single fruit de-
veloping from a raceme. Seeds 1-2 per locule, ellipsoid, 
often with one flattened side when from a 2-seeded locule, 
smooth, orange-brown to brown , vascular bundle of the 
raphe with ca. 3-5 postchalazal branches, simple or oc-
casionally branched, the main branches almost reaching the 
micropyle ; aril white, partly enveloping the basal portion of 
the seed by means of finger-like extensions, surface pu-
berulent ; fleshy endosperm present; embryo erect, with 
cotyledons± fleshy (Figures 1 & 2) . 
Flowers and fruits collected mainly in autumn , winter and 
early spring. 
Figure 2 Maytenus abbottii. SEM micrograph showing the puberulent 
aril which envelops the basal portion of the seed (Van Wyk 6084) . 
Scale line= 0,5 mm. 
Distribution 
M. abbottii is a rare species at present known from only 
three scattered localities in the Table Mountain Sandstone 
(TMS) area of southern Natal (district of Port Shepstone). It 
occurs in the understorey of evergreen forest, often on river 
banks (Figure 3). 
It is interesting that the geographical distribution of M. 
abbottii almost exactly corresponds to that of Pseudosalacia 
streyi Codd (1972)- a rare member of the Celastraceae also 
endemic to the TMS area of southern Natal. At two of its 
known localities (Izotsha Waterfall and Uvongo River 
tributary), M. abbottii is associated with P. streyi. 
The extent of the forest patches at the aforementioned 
two localities is extremely limited (perhaps not exceeding 
5-10 ha each). Trees in both forests are at present being 
mutilated and chopped down at an alarming rate, hence the 
need to publish this species. The presence of a large 
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Figure 3 The known distribution of Maytenus abbottii. 
population of M. abbottii in the Umtamvuna Nature Reserve 
is therefore indeed fortunate. 
Specimens examined 
NATAL.- 3030 (Port Shepstone): Izotsha Waterfall ( -CB), Abbott 
245 (PRU, holo.; PRE), 1047 (NH) , VanWyk 6023, 6027 (PRU) ; 
Umtamvuna Nature Reserve, Long Kloof ( -CC), Abbott 1053 (PRU) ; 
Smedmore Forest ( -CC), Abbott84, 102 (PRU), Van Wyk6084, 6087 
(PRU ; PRE) , Nicholson 2272 (NH); Verborge KJoof ( -CC) , Abbott 
1195 (PRU) ; along a tributary of the Uvongo River on the farm of Mr. 
H. Wichmann (-CD) , Cooper 31 (PRE) , Jordaan 246 (NH) , Van 
Wyk6048, 6051,6052 (PRU; PRE; NH). 
Discussion 
M. abbottii is characterized by leaves and bark with elastic 
threads shown on breaking, inflorescences that are ab-
breviated axillary racemes, tetramerous flowers, basally 
fused stamens that are apically incurved towards the stigma , 
a relatively long and slender style with a peltate stigma, an 
ovary which is almost completely immersed in , and adnate 
to the disc (hypanthium?) , and seeds with postchalazal 
vascular bundles in the testa and a white puberulent aril. 
These diagnostic characters are either absent or rare in the 
other southern African species of Maytenus (Engler 1921 ; 
Davison 1927; Loesener 1942; Marais 1960; Robson 1965 & 
1966). The most obvious character by which to separate 
M. abbottii from the known species of May tenus in southern 
Africa is probably the tetramerous flowers. Flowers of the 
latter species are predominantly pentamerous with very 
rarely a few flowers tetramerous. 
The taxonomic affinities of M. abbottii are obscure, but 
they may lie with M. acuminata, M. cordata and perhaps 
Maytenus sp. A. A mutual feature with M. acuminata and 
M. cordata is the presence of a rubber-like substance 
(classified as gutta-percha and occasionally described as 
resin, latex or caoutchouc) appearing as glistening elastic 
threads when a leaf or the bark is broken. However, elastic 
threads have been recorded in species belonging to many 
genera of the Celastraceae (also the closely related Hippo-
crateaceae) and its presence is not necessarily indicative of 
close affinity between the taxa. It is nevertheless of con-
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siderable help in identification (Hall & Lock 1975). 
The inflorescences of M. abbottii show some resemblance 
to those of some specimens of M . peduncularis (Son d .) 
Loes. (e.g. Moll 1723 & Ward 2093 in PRE) . They are 
almost identical to the inflorescences depicted in illustrations 
of the Malesian Sarawakodendron filamentosa Ding Hou 
(1967) (unrelated) and Euonymus globosus Ding Hou 
(1975) from Australia. 
The androecium of M. abbottii is quite different in ap-
pearance from that of other native species of Maytenus. It is 
rather reminiscent of some members of the tropical African 
genus Campylostemon Welw. ex Hook. f. (Loesener 1942; 
Robson 1966) and Siphonodon Griff. from South East Asia , 
Malesia and Australia (Hou 1964). The stamens of Euonymus 
congolensis R. Wilczek (the only African species of the 
genus) are inserted on what has been described as a 
membranous cupular disc (Wilczek 1960; plate 14) and 
which is somewhat similar to the stamina! tube in M. 
abbottii. Although I have taken the fused basal portion of 
the stamens (which is not glandular) as a stamina! tube, 
opinions may differ on this point. The tissue between the 
stamens (with the rim apiculate in M. abbottii) may represent 
the vestiges of reduced stamens. Whether the latter regions 
must be called disc lobes or a disc is a matter of controversy 
(Berkeley 1953; Hou 1963 p. 228) . 
No mention is made of hairy arils in the seed descriptions 
of Celastraceae by Netolitzky (1926) and Corner (1976). 
I could trace only one record of this character in the 
Celastraceae. Hou (1975) described the aril of the Australian 
Euonymus globosus as being slightly puberulous. According 
to Hou it is the first record of such an aril in that genus. 
Admittedly the aril of M . abbottii is minutely pubescent and 
the hairs can easily be overlooked without the aid of a strong 
magnifying glass or dissecting microscope (Figure 2). It is 
therefore quite possible that this character could have 
escaped the attention of previous workers. However , a 
study of the aril surface in the majority of southern African 
species of Maytenus confirms that it is, with the exception of 
Maytenus sp. A (see below), always glabrous (unpublished 
data). 
According to Corner (1976) , postchalazal vascular bundles 
can be present or absent in seeds of the Celastraceae . 
Unfortunately very little is known about the expression of 
this character among the genera of the family. A rather 
cursory study of the seeds of a number of southern African 
species of May tenus did not reveal any such vascular bundles 
in the seed coat (unpublished data) . 
The correctness of the present generic placement of M. 
abbottii needs further study, especially its possible relation-
ship with the genus Euonymus. It may even be possible that 
it should be placed in a group of its own- characterized by, 
among other features , the tetramerous flowers, puberulent 
aril and postchalazal vascular bundles. In the light of the 
present lack of comparative data on the latter two characters, 
I have decided to retain the species in Maytenus. Some 
support for this decision is supplied by Maytenus sp. A , the 
flowers of which are pentamerous and decidedly Maytenus-
Iike. The aril of this species resembles that of M. abbottii in 
being the same shape, colour (white) and at least partly 
puberulent. The seeds of Maytenus sp. A, however, lack 
postchalazal vascular bundles. In consequence, it may prove 
S. Afr. J. Bot. , 1984, 3(2) 
to form a link between M. abbottii and the other southern 
African species of Maytenus . 
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